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Executive Summary

In Vanuatu the median age of the population is 17.5 years and currently 50% of the total population is under the age of 18 years. Young people are the largest and the most vulnerable age group at a time of rapid socio-economic change such as Vanuatu is currently experiencing.
The Vanuatu Young People's Project (VYPP), which is based at the Vanuatu Cultural Centre, started in April 1997. The aim of the project is to provide a forum for young people to speak about their lives, their problems and their dreams. The project is multifaceted, featuring the ideas and work of young people through research, video production and advocacy. The emphasis on young people complements and extends the existing work of the Vanuatu Cultural Centre in the areas of contemporary and traditional culture or kastom. Turning attention to the needs of young people is timely as Vanuatu has ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child and is committed to reviewing progress in meeting the needs and ensuring the rights of children and young people.

This research project on young people in Port Vila recognized that migration to town, living conditions in urban settlements and the high rates of urban unemployment among young people are important issues which need to be addressed at national and local levels. These problems will not be resolved easily as it has been estimated that the economically active population of Vanuatu could increase between 1991 and 2011 by 95%. This could mean the doubling of Port Vila's population in just 10 years (Connell and Lea 1998:20).

During the research project more than 1000 young people between the ages of 13 to 25 years were interviewed in the settlements, in the streets and in the public places of Port Vila. An hour long video entitled Kilim Taem (Killing Time) documenting the views and concerns of young men and women was also produced. As well, a comic was developed based on the experiences of a young person coming to live in Port Vila. The research, video and comic were all produced through a participatory process where the decisions regarding their content was undertaken in collaboration with young people. The video production aimed to provide training to young people about video making as well as to provide a forum for young people to speak about their lives.

The Young People's Project has recognized the need for advocacy for and with young people and the research, video and comic are all strategies to draw attention to the rights and needs of young people. The project is also spearheading practical activities to respond to the many unmet needs of young people, which were identified during the course of the research project. The project was funded through assistance from UNICEF, AUSAID and SCFA, all of whom have continued to offer support for future activities for young people.

The Research Project and Research Findings

 One of the most important aims of the research process was to provide basic training to young people on all aspects of research including both quantitative and qualitative methods. The research team members were young people who were unemployed and had little or no experience in research or community based work. The project was committed to training young people to become competent researchers. The training encompassed the formulation of key research questions, the generation of the questionnaires, data collection, data entry, data analysis and writing. Of the over 1000 young people who were interviewed 61 % were males and 39% were females. Some of the main findings are briefly summarized below.

Migration to Town

The research found that about 40% of the young people came to town with their parents or were born in town. In addition, another 14.5% said that they came to town to join family members already living in town. This means that about 55% of the young people interviewed came to Port Vila with their families or due to family commitments. Young people frequently work in their family's house or garden and in so doing support their families living in town. Almost equal numbers came to Port Vila for the purposes of education (16%) and to find work (15.4%). Approximately 50.5% of the young people interviewed had either been born in town or had lived in town for a number of years with their parents. This finding suggests that there is a sizeable population of young people growing up in town with their families.

A substantial number (27.7%) of young people have never been back to their island. There is another large group of young people who have not been back in more than 3 years. This finding suggests that a significant number of young people are growing up with little contact with their islands and villages and this signals a very important change taking place in Vanuatu.

Kastom

One of the most important findings of this research is that many young people regard kastom and their kastom language as very important aspects of their lives. This finding challenges the common perception that young people in town are unconcerned about kastom due to the proximity of "white man's ways". Although it was clear that kastom was important to many young people some were concerned that they were not learning about their kastom as they didn't have old people around them in town to teach them.

The data showed that more than 60% of the young people had passed through or experienced some kind of kastom activity. Over 80% expressed a strong desire to learn their kastom and 87% of those interviewed knew their own kastom language. However, in Port Vila, Bislama is the most frequently used language among young people while kastom language is the second most frequently used language. While educated in English and French, the young people interviewed rarely used these languages.

Education

Education emerged as a key concern for the young people interviewed. The number of young people who were still at school was quite low, at 17% of the total number interviewed, although some of these would have finished school some years before. The main reasons why young people were not in school is because they said they "failed" which means that for most of them they didn't go to the next level due to shortage of space. Currently well over 60% of young people do not go on to secondary school. The shortage of money for school fees is also an important factor limiting young people's chances.

The majority of those interviewed (47%) had finished school at Class 6 or earlier, while another 32% had finished school at Forms 1 to 4. Since large numbers of children do not go to secondary school it means that most of the 12 to 18 year olds do not have structured learning opportunities. Many young people felt that with a Class 6 education or even Class 10 they don't have sufficient skills to create work for themselves and at the same time, there are very few jobs available for them. A number of young people explained that they felt failed by the education system and that they felt that their expectations were not met.

Work

Young people identified unemployment as their biggest problem. Those interviewed wanted to find jobs to earn money but they found it very difficult to find paid work. Unemployment is a major problem among young people in Port Vila and they are extremely concerned about the situation facing them. In this research, work was very broadly defined in order to include the different kinds of work that young people undertake (often unpaid) in order to support their families. For example, 56% of the young people interviewed reported that they work in their families' gardens.

Research found that only 36% of those interviewed were currently working in paid employment despite their interest and efforts to find work. Many young people who did have work said that the conditions of work were not good. They also earned very little money; 64.5% earned less than 5000 vatu in the past two weeks. About 100 young people reported being self-employed in various jobs including tourism, woodcarving and bread making. The young people interviewed were very interested in developing skills and acquiring the resources to start their own small businesses.

Family Relationships
Approximately 78% of the young people interviewed were living with family members in town. The family is extremely important for young people but in town families face many constraints in the areas of housing, food and employment. Most young people were single, while 26.5% had a child. 44% of those with children had their first child when they were 18 years old or under. It was found that 84% of the young people between 13 t018 years have grown up with two parents. Young people are deeply enmeshed in family relationships and this provides a strong support for them.

Church

Church is an important part of life for many young people. This was evident in reported church attendance with over 55% of those interviewed reportedly going to church four or five times in the past month. Many young people felt that the church offered them direction and a way to resolve problems. Some young people suggested that church programmes should become more relevant to their needs and develop a deeper understanding of the situation young people are facing.

Health

The research questions on health considered young people's smoking and drinking patterns. Approximately 43% of those young people interviewed reported smoking sometimes with many more males than females reporting smoking. Approximately 46% of the young people interviewed said that they drink sometimes.
The research on health also considered reproductive health and young people's attitudes toward contraception and safe sex. Many of the young people interviewed had some basic knowledge about these subjects, while others seemed to be totally lacking basic information. Findings from this study suggest that many young people appear to be sexually active and that they are vulnerable to contracting STDs through unprotected sex. Condoms are, by far, the most widely used method of contraception although the rate of usage is still low. In the qualitative research it was found that there was considerable resistance to using condoms, especially among young men. Many fewer women reported using condoms and a much higher percentage of females reported not using any kind of contraception (approximately 40% of the young women and 20% of the young men reported not using anything to protect themselves against pregnancy and STDs). However, the percentage of those not protecting themselves against STDs is much higher as only condoms offer protection against STDs and clearly a large number of sexually active young people are not using them.

Insights derived from in-depth interviews suggest that early pregnancy is linked to early 'drop-out' from school. Because young people have little opportunity to learn or to acquire skills to help them make a living, and little chance to find a job, having a child becomes a way to create meaning in their lives. This has important implications for population growth in the country. In the research many young people said that they believed that family planning is not meant for them but rather is directed at married people who have families. This perception combined with the shame attached to asking for contraception from the hospital, the main source of contraception, often prevents young people from protecting themselves and their partners. Most young people expressed a strong desire for more face to face contact with health educators in their own communities.

Kilim Taem - Killing Time

Killing time has become an important part of young men's lives in town, due to under-employment and unemployment. Places for killing time are the ocean, garden, local kava bars (nakamals), the market house, video shops, nightclubs, and just hanging around in the streets and public places. Kava drinking has become a very important activity among some young people in Port Vila. 37% of young people reported drinking kava. The nakamal is a major centre for young men to meet and talk. Young people are very interested in sports but often do not have the basic equipment and space to play sports. Nor do they often have the equipment to play music. Since these are activities of great interest to young people, a greater investment in making sports and music equipment more available is needed.

Video watching is a major way to kill time for young people in town. Many more young men than young women regularly watch videos; in our survey 29.4% of the young women reported watching a video in the past week compared with 70.6 % of the young men interviewed. The study found that 63% of the young people between 13 and 18 years had seen a video in the past week. Many young people explained that action videos are most popular because it is easy to follow the story line even when you do not understand English well. Many children are growing up watching violent and sexually explicit films. It is important to consider how such powerful images are shaping gender relationships and ideas of selfhood.

The Challenge of Living in Settlements

The population of Port Vila has grown steadily from 1000 in the 1930's to 14,598 in 1979 and 19,311 in 1989. Recent estimates place the current population at approximately 33,000 and the projected population by the year 2000 is 40,000 (Ibid). Due of the shortage of affordable housing, many young people live in a number of large settlements which do not have access to adequate basic services such as schools, water and sanitation. Migration to Port Vila is high from Tongoa and other Shepherd islands as well as from Tanna and Paama as these islands are already experiencing land pressure. People who come to town most often come to earn money especially for school fees. The parents and family members of many of the young people interviewed had already come to town many years ago. Many young people have grown up in town.

The study found that only 37% of the families of the young people interviewed owned the land on which they lived in Port Vila. Space is a problem and small rented rooms often accommodate an entire family. Our research showed that 64.4% of those interviewed have between 5 to11 people sharing the family space. The crowded conditions cause considerable stress and tension within families and communities. Many young people commented that it's not a good environment for young people to grow up in.

A large number (76.5%) of the families of the young people interviewed had access to a garden. Because the cost of food is very high, gardens are extremely important in town. Gardens provide a source for some cash and a basis for subsistence in Port Vila. However, with rapid population growth land is being diverted away from food production. Low-income urban families with a garden currently have a safety net but this situation is bound to change with the growth of population in town and in the peri-urban areas. Land is a very important issue affecting the well being of young people and their families. Many of the rental arrangements in settlements with landowners are very informal. This creates insecurity and a feeling of transience among young people living in the settlements despite the fact that they have often grown up there.

Problems and Dreams

When young people were asked to identify their main problems, most said that finding work and finding enough money were their main problems. Among the other problems identified were food, a good place to sleep and problems in the family. Many of these problems relate to the difficulty of finding work with adequate pay in order to live in Port Vila, which has a very high cost of living. Some young people are very discouraged at their future prospects and as one said "My future is my problem."

The researchers asked young people about their dreams for the future. It was found that young people dream about work and finding a job (37%) or starting a small business (11%). Many young people (20%) simply stated that they want a good life. Leadership was a dream that a large number mentioned -- about 17% dreamed of becoming a church or kastom leader. Despite the many obstacles young people currently face in Port Vila, many still feel hopeful that life has possibilities for them. This hope must serve as a basis for a renewed effort to hear their voices and to address the problems young people are facing. Young people are trying hard to negotiate the changes which are affecting their lives and the difficulties which they face in doing so must be recognized.

